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System and Method for Using a Voice-Messaging System to Place Local and 

Long Distance Telephone Calls 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
5 [01] The present invention relates generally to a voice-messaging system, and more 

particularly to systems and methods for using a voice-messaging system to place local and 
long distance telephone calls. 

[02] Current methods of placing calls outside of the home include placing collect 

calls, calling 10-10 numbers, or using credit cards, "calling cards" or cash. These methods 
10 have several disadvantages. For example, collect calls are expensive and are billed to the 
Q person called and not to the person placing the call. Calling 10-10 number also can be 
5 expensive, and the charges typically must be billed to a credit card, thus making it similar to 
credit card call. 

111 [03] Credit cards or calling cards generally require a full account number to be 

1 5 entered before placing a call, and thus require a person to either memorize account numbers 
* or carry these cards along. Furthermore, calls placed with credit cards or calling cards are 
IH» relatively expensive as compared to calls placed from a caller's home phone and are often 

billed separately from the customer's home phone bill. In addition, not all phones accept all 
ff types of cards. 

20 [04] Use of coins in many cases can also be impractical and inconvenient. Most 

importantly, not all phones accept coins, and in those that do, a long distance call would 
require many coins and even a local call would require several coins for a longer 
conversation. 

[05] Thus, a need exists for a means to place local and long distance calls from a 

25 phone outside the home in a more convenient and less expensive manner. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[06] The present invention is described in conjunction with the appended figures: 

[07] Fig. 1 is a block diagram of a telephone system having voice-messaging 

30 capabilities; and 

[08] Fig. 2 is a flow chart illustrating a method for using a voice-messaging system 

to place local and long distance telephone calls. 



[09] In the Figures, similar components and/or features may have the same 

reference label. Further, various components of the same type may be distinguished by 
following the reference label with a second label that distinguishes among the similar 
components. If only the first reference label is used in the specification, the description is 
5 applicable to any one of the similar components having the same first reference label 
irrespective of the second reference label. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 
[10] The present invention relates generally to a voice-messaging system, and more 

1 0 particularly to systems and methods for using a voice-messaging system to place local and 
long distance telephone calls. 

[11] Referring now to Fig. 1, one embodiment of a telephone system 100 having 

% voice-messaging capabilities is illustrated. In the illustrated embodiment, a customer or user 
>j may place a call to voice-messaging system 1 12, for example, using a user telephone 104. In 
J 5 one embodiment, the call placed to the voice-messaging system is a toll-free call. The 
? | customer's or user's phone 104 can be a public phone or a private phone, and may comprise 
-I any device for placing telephone calls, such as standard telephones, cell phones, computers, 
x PDAs, etc. 

■"J [12] The call is routed through a public switch telephone network 108, where it is 

20 then directed to voice-messaging system 112. Voice-messaging system 112 comprises an 
I interactive-voice-response unit 116 and a database for storing voice messages 120. The 

interactive-voice-response unit 116 can be any computer or computing device configured to 
receive calls, process voice-messaging options, and record messages to and retrieve messages 
from voice message database 120. In addition, in accordance with one embodiment, voice- 
25 response unit 116 may be configured to place calls to third parties. 

[13] As discussed in more detail below with reference to Fig. 2, once voice 

message system 112 receives the call from the customer or user, the interactive voice- 
response unit 116 either allows the user to retrieve voice messages as is well known in the art, 
or allows the user to place a third-party call. As one skilled in the art will appreciate, voice- 
30 response unit 116 will process option selections entered by the user. 

[14] If the user chooses to place a third-party call, the interactive voice-response 

unit 116 places the call, for example through a public-switch-telephone network 108, where it 
then is routed to a third-party phone 124 for connection. The third-party phone 124 can be a 
public or private phone, and may comprise any device for receiving telephone calls, such as 
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standard telephones, cell phones, computers, PDAs, etc. At any point during or after the 
phonecall, or if the call is not connected, the user has the option of returning to the voice- 
messaging system 1 12 to place another call or to retrieve his/her voice messages. 
[15] Referring now to Fig. 2, one embodiment of a method for using a voice- 

5 messaging system to place local and long distance telephone calls is shown in flow chart 200. 
In the illustrated embodiment, a customer or user first dials a telephone number to access a 
voice-messaging system (step 204). The number may be a toll-free number, so the user can 
access the system from long distance locations without incurring long distance fees. 
[16] In one embodiment, the voice-messaging system prompts the user to enter a 

1 0 system access code (step 208). In another embodiment, the user can enter the system access 
code without the system prompting the user to enter it. The system access code, can be any 
', user code associated with a voice-messaging account, and in one embodiment is the user's 
ii'i! ten-digit home phone number. The voice-messaging system then prompts the user to enter a 
I , pass code for verification (step 212). A pass code can be any personalized identification 
lif 5 number (PIN)-type code. After the voice-messaging system verifies the user pass code, it 
%i grants the user access to the different voice-messaging and calling features of the system 
'1 , (step 2 1 6), for example by providing the user with a main menu of options. In one 

embodiment, the interactive voice-response unit of the voice-messaging system announces 
',gk the menu options to the user (step 220). But other means of notifying the user of the 
:: 20 available options could be used, for example by text messaging, operator service, or the like. 
[17] In one embodiment, the voice-messaging system options available to the user 

include using the voice-messaging options (step 232) and placing a local or long distance 
phone call (step 236). As one skilled in the art will appreciate, voice-messaging options may 
include listening to messages, saving or deleting messages, leaving messages for other 
25 parties, returning a call a person who left a message, etc. 

[18] If, for example, the user chooses to listen to voice messages, the voice- 

messaging system retrieves those messages for the user to review (step 228). After the user is 
finished processing voice-messaging options, the user may return to the main menu (step 
224), for example, by pressing a key on the telephone or stating the preferred option to the 
30 interactive voice-response unit. If the user chooses to return to the main menu, the voice- 
messaging system announces available user options again (step 220). Otherwise, the user 
exits the voice-messaging system (step 240). Other options not shown or discussed herein 
also may be available to the user. 
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[19] If the user decides to place a phonecall, (step 236), a call session is started 

(step 244) and the voice-messaging system requests the user to enter the telephone number of 
the third party to be called (step 248). In the United States, the telephone number typically is 
a 7-digit or 10-digit number. But if the call is to a party in a different country, the number of 
5 digits needed to place a call in that country can be entered. The voice-messaging system then 
attempts to make a connection with the third-party number (step 252). In one embodiment, 
the user will hear a ringing tone as the system calls the third party, just as if the user was 
calling the third party directly. In another embodiment, no ringing tone will be heard. 
[20] If the connection with the third party is established (step 260), the user is 

10 connected with the third party. In one embodiment, this connection comprises establishing a 
3-way call between the user, the voice-messaging system and the third-party telephone line. 
In yet another embodiment, the connection comprises establishing a direct connection 
between the user and the third-party telephone line, and the voice-messaging system 
&i disconnecting from the call. In one embodiment, the voice-messaging system will establish 
p| 5 the direct connection between the user and the third-party telephone line before or while it 

disconnects from the call. In another embodiment, a switch or other device in the telephone 
Ni system may establish the connection between the user and the third party and disconnect the 

i 

|4 voice-messaging system. 

J"'J [21] After the call is completed, (step 264), the user is offered the option to return 

■ 20 to the voice-messaging system by entering a predetermined code. As one skilled in the art 
1 1 will appreciate, the code can be any code that the voice-messaging system is capable of 

recognizing, such as pressing a key like the "#" key or other pre-defined key, or by saying a 
command to the system when voice recognition is used, (step 276). If the user does not want 
to return to the voice-messaging system he/she can end the session by hanging-up the phone. 
25 [22] If the call made by the user is to a long distance number, the charges for the 

long distance call can be charged to the user's account, for example the user's home 
telephone account, which has voice-messaging services associated with it. Also, as one 
skilled in the art will appreciate, any billing rates may be used, such as the user's home long 
distance rates, the user's home long distance rates with a sur charge, or any other billing 
30 structure. 

[23] If the third-party line is busy or if the third party is unavailable (step 256), the 

user may leave a voice mail message with the third party (step 272) if the third party has 
voice mail capabilities or an answering machine (step 268). Otherwise, the user may return 
to the voice-messaging system (step 276). Alternatively, the user may simply terminate the 
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call by hanging-up the phone (not shown). In addition, if the user leaves a message with the 
3rd party, the user then can return to the voice-messaging system by entering a predetermined 
code as discussed above (step 276). 

[24] While the principles of the invention have been described above in connection 

5 one or more embodiments of specific systems and methods, it is to be clearly understood that 
this description is made only by way of example and does not limit the scope of the 
invention. 
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